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 “New Sensibilities? 
Attitudes to Wildlife and nature in Nineteenth Century Britain”

1st introductory slide
Hi my name is Sue Bestwick and I work in the history department, my specialism is environmental history which I teach to second year students on the history undergraduate degree.  
Today’s paper will explore differing human attitudes to wildlife and nature 
during the course of the nineteenth century.  As the title suggests the beginning of the nineteenth century was an age when Romanticism was gaining ground as a reaction to the perceived ills associated with rapid industrialisation.  Its roots were in the second half of the eighteenth century but by the dawn of the nineteenth century artistic and literary intellectuals were calling for a ‘return to nature’ and the so called simple country life.  These ‘new sensibilities’ were also applied to perceptions of animals as Perkins argues: ‘The new sympathy for animals was associated of course, with a general reenvisioning of human relations to the natural world’.  In previous centuries attitudes towards animals and nature were very different in that animals (both wild and domestic) were not considered to feel pain or suffering this was never more obvious than the spectacles of bull baiting, cock fighting and bear baiting which were made illegal by the nineteenth century. 
2nd slide Hogarth 4 Stages of Cruelty
In the eighteenth century Hogarth revealed very succinctly the barbaric attitudes towards animals with his engravings of the four stages of cruelty in 1751, the moral of these series was that cruel children can and will be cruel adults if left unchecked which then ensures that man’s veneer of civility is eroded.  The boy Tom Nero and others in stage one are committing unspeakable cruelty to dogs, cats and cockerels, in stage 2 the boy becomes the man as a carriage driver and thrashes the horse unmercifully, stage 3 Tom Nero is shown having murdered his pregnant lover by severing her neck and the final stage shows the hanged murderer Nero being dissected as a cadaver with no respect for him as a human being and the dog is feasting on his heart.  So, Hogarth revealed his extreme distaste for the wanton cruelty towards animals maintaining that it would inevitably lead to men committing murder with no more thought than destroying an animal and indeed Tom Nero was treated as no more than an animal after being hung for murder and subsequently dissected.
However, my concern today is not with the plight of domestic and companion animals which has been the subject of much research but more of attitudes towards wild animals and birds.  Keith Thomas’s study of ‘Man and the natural world’ reveals brilliantly the changes in attitudes up to the end of the eighteenth century towards the environment and animals as he argues: (quote). 
So, having put the previous centuries into context (albeit very quickly!) I intend to consider the attitudes of intellectuals such as Wordsworth, William Howitt and other social commentators and historians of the period particularly on the rural pursuits of hunting, shooting and coursing  This was the period of the rise of the great landed estates and the consolidation of their power within the countryside after enclosure was complete, and the rearing of game birds, deer and surprisingly the protection of foxes (prior to being hunted) was paramount thus ensuring a plentiful supply of wild creatures for aristocratic ‘sport’.  This will inevitably lead to the question of what was classed as ‘vermin’ and the economic or sporting reasons for labelling particular wild animals and birds to be relentlessly persecuted by employees of the large estates especially gamekeepers.  It wasn’t just rural pursuits though that resulted in the wholesale killing of wild animals and birds, the burgeoning urban middle classes also played their part in the decimation of wildlife notably birds for varying reasons and this will be considered in detail later.

Hunting
I’ll begin with the hunting in all of its forms as it generated very strong feelings on both sides of the argument which was perhaps surprising for the period as it was essentially an aristocratic past time and a ‘gentleman’s’ pursuit.  Boddice argues that: ‘hunting has long been the site of manliness and the idea of man the hunter that considered hunting as a precursor of culture was a common vernacular theme in the nineteenth century’
3rd slide Hunting over the fence
In a quarterly review in 1833 Dorvill in his thesis on hunting, revealed that the sport ‘was not so much just tradition but it was biologically embedded in the human psyche to ensure that man should hunt, it was a peculiar British idea which was of course strongly linked to notions of Imperialism and the idea of a racial hierarchy as Mackenzie argues with this quotation.  However, from the early nineteenth century onwards concerns were being voiced on notions of extreme cruelty to animals, it had been a political issue since 1800 and by 1824 the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals was formed, later becoming the RSPCA after 1840.  After the formation of the SPCA cruelty to animals was enshrined in law and it became a criminal offence but (and it was a big but!) the law did not include foxes or indeed any animals or birds which were chased in a hunt, so this covered a wide variety of wildlife including deer, otters, hares and of course all types of game birds, as well as any other wild animal or bird which was considered as vermin which I will come to in a while.  So, it would seem that the RSPCA was formed to ensure that domestic animals such as cattle, sheep and pigs as well as companion animals such as dogs, cats and horses were treated more humanely but the act excluded much of Britain’s wildlife.  Cruelty to animals was defined not by just a straightforward animal/man relationship, as Boddice comments: ‘Men who pitted dogs against one another, were thought by agents of reform, a priori as bad men: the actions of bad men were cruel but men who chased the fox were, a priori, gentlemen: the actions of gentlemen could not be cruel’   However, there were vociferous objections from some and they included literary as well as intellectual voices such as Wordsworth , Shelley, Cowper, Coleridge, William Howitt and the celebrated historian E A Freeman.  Shelley and Wordsworth were especially indignant on the subject of hunting citing the privileged few whose wealth ensured they were legally protected under the umbrella of social and sporting hegemony. Both Shelley and Wordsworth reiterated their dismay at the wanton cruelty of hunting.
4th slide Stag hunting          
The polemical narrative by Shelley reveals his disgust with hunting and how the exclusive privilege of birth and wealth champions cruelty to wild animals and birds as was evident in the game laws of the time which took no account of hunted creatures for sport.  Wordsworth’s poem Hart-leap well was a sentimental narrative of the chase and eventual demise of the magnificent stag, however, he is at times ambivalent as well because as a reviewer at the time argued: ’Hart Leap well represents successively the passions of ‘exultation and pity’ and like many readers of his time they were ready to enjoy each emotion as it was presented without really connecting the two emotions together.  William Howitt surveyed the ‘Rural life of England’ in 1838 and concluded that: ‘the charge of cruelty is perpetually directed at hunters and the celebrated historian E A Freeman in 1869 noted in an article in the Fortnightly Review that: 
“It has always been a puzzle how a refined or educated man can find pleasure in taking on himself the functions of a butcher”   So, it is evident that there were many ‘anti hunting’ voices in the nineteenth century which perhaps is a surprise considering the dominance of the aristocracy in terms of politics as well as their obvious power exerted through wealth and property.  

Shooting
However, the ‘sport’ of shooting did not appear to be treated with the same vehemence, large estates such as Clumber park,  and Welbeck park in Nottinghamshire were purported to have some of the finest countryside for the shooting of partridges in England. As Martin comments: ‘The 5th Duke of Portland (who was famous for his vast network of underground apartments and tunnels) had fifty lodges erected for his gamekeepers. 
5th Slide Shooting
Indeed the Prince of Wales visited Welbeck in 1881 for four days of shooting and it really was a case of wholesale slaughter on a massive scale, one of Welbeck’s ‘best’ days were 739 brace of partridges, ‘bags’ as they were called could run into their thousands for just one day’s shoot as on a Yorkshire estate where 9 guns killed 3,824 pheasants, 15 partridges, 526 hares, 92 rabbits and 3 various making a grand total of 4,460 birds and mammals killed.  These large killing sprees did not seem to generate much opposition in terms of cruelty to wildlife, especially the tens of thousands of game birds reared for ‘sport’ on the great estates.  John Whittaker, a local Nottinghamshire naturalist remarked at the end of the nineteenth century: ‘Years back pheasants were walked or driven to the guns, but the majority were wretchedly low birds; now, all is altered, and in most places the killing of high birds is quite a science, and it is delightful to watch an artist tearing them down, (he goes on): Welbeck park is where they are mountains high and it is delightful to get one in the right place now and again and hear them come down with a thud, no musical note is as delightful to the shooters ear’(quote).

Vermin?
However, perhaps the most destructive of human attitudes to wildlife during the nineteenth century was the classification of which wild animals or birds were deemed to be ‘vermin’.  By the early to mid nineteenth century aristocratic landowners consolidated their parkland primarily as sporting estates with the emphasis on hunting and shooting with some landowners stocking man made lakes as well, with a variety of coarse fish as well as trout and grayling.  This preoccupation with field sports meant that the game being reared as well as the naturally occurring wildlife such as hares were open to more predation by raptors and mammals such as polecats and pine martens (as well as poachers of course!)  The large estates were breeding game birds on a massive scale so it was not seen as economically viable to allow natural predation on pheasants, partridge or grouse, which were being bred for the sole purpose of being killed by huge shooting parties of aristocratic landowners throughout the nineteenth century, including the royal family of course.   Gamekeepers were employed by their thousands and as a nineteenth century keeper observes: ‘Generally speaking the duty of a gamekeeper is to preserve, rather than to shoot, those animals which come under the description of game (and to kill it only when they receive orders)’ quote.     Although shooting game had been in existence for a long time, by the middle of the nineteenth century gun technology had improved greatly, enabling ever larger ‘bags’ of game to be shot.  There was also a much stronger emphasis upon the ‘preservation’ of selected game species to ensure a plentiful supply of animals and birds for ‘sport’. But of course along with the preservation of game species came the inevitable war on wildlife deemed as ‘vermin’
That is not to say that many wild animals and birds had not been relentlessly exterminated for centuries as Lovegrove argues in his seminal text ‘Silent Fields’: ‘the Vermin Act of 1566 stipulated that payments were to be made for the heads of different species of ‘vermin’ presented to the churchwardens of the parish.  This form of ‘vermin control’ was quite lucrative as the following examples show: ‘Raven one penny, Red Kite one penny, a fox or a badger twelve pence, these were considerable sums for the period and vermin control was practiced in almost every parish in Britain.   However, as Lovegrove states: ‘In England the extent of slaughter of predatory birds and mammals that was perpetrated in the nineteenth century on sporting estates is legendary’ as the following slide shows
6th slide Vermin control
I have just chosen a few species of the animals and birds killed on Burley estate in Rutland during the early years of the nineteenth century. The numbers are much larger for the such as the stoat, weasel, Jay, Crow, Raven, Magpie and even the woodpecker, but these figures reveal the extent of the killing on just one estate and this would be repeated on many of the other estates throughout Britain. This period was according to Lovegrove: ‘When the intensity of persecution was building to a climax and species such as the Red Kite, Buzzard and Polecat were being catapulted to extinction, in fact the Kite had gone altogether in most of Britain by 1830.  I have also used the example of the wildcat in Scotland as a species which was relentlessly hunted but of course they were regarded as prime predators of game birds such as grouse.  The effect of such persecution was inevitable as the wildcat was exterminated area by area, and by the end of the nineteenth century it was destined to be confined to the far north western corner of the highlands.  As Lovegrove argues: ‘The speed with which the wildcat was eliminated in such formidable countryside as the highlands is testimony to the determination with which it was hunted down’.  However, perhaps one of the most persecuted birds for the whole period of the nineteenth century was actually the humble house sparrow which is a familiar species of the urban landscape but it was their reputation as: ‘a serious pest of ripening corn as well as the nuisance value of burrowing into thatched roofs of cottages to establish a nesting site which established them as ‘vermin’  The agricultural districts of the south and the east were sites of consistent slaughter of the birds, although the Isle of Wight holds the record for numbers killed annually, from the eighteenth century to well into the nineteenth century sparrows were consistently killed to the figures of between 8,500 to 12, 400 birds annually and it went on for 80 to ninety years.  Also, in the Fens they were eaten with relish, young birds were skinned and cooked and right up to the Great War house sparrow pie was a regular item on the menu in rural areas.  So, this cheeky likeable bird was relentlessly hunted down and in 1885 there was a demand from the Consulting Entomologist to the Royal Agricultural Society, a Mrs Eleanor Ormerod for a campaign aimed at the total extermination of the house sparrow, amongst the scientific fraternity she was not alone in this demand, so, passions about the bird continued to run high.
Victorian sensibilities
The Victorian period was characterised by a surge of interest in nature and wildlife and the urban middle classes in particular were obsessed with collecting flora and fauna, from live exotic animals and birds, plants from the Empire as well as thousands of all kinds of taxidermy specimens.  This huge fascination with the natural world was accelerated, particularly after Darwin’s epic voyage of the Beagle and subsequent publication in 1839 and of course when the Origin of Species and his theory of evolution appeared in 1859.  Charles Darwin began the voyage around the Americas and Australasia in 1831 and it took 5 years to complete instead of the projected two years and from his perspective as a naturalist he described it as: ‘the most important event in my life’ and of course it then lead to Darwin’s revolutionising ecological thought with the publication of the ‘Origin of Species’  However, as Dr Amigoni states: ‘The voyage of the Beagle helps us to understand more how early nineteenth century sea travel was  supported by a vast colonial network so, it is essentially a narrative of successful British colonial expansion.  Richard Grove in his book Ecological Imperialism also argued that: ‘Darwin’s ecological thinking was shaped by a long and until recently forgotten tradition of colonial practice.  The real business of survey ships was imperial expansion and there is no doubt that the Beagle surveyed the South American coast with an eye for trading and strategic advantages’ quote.  So, the mania for collecting specimens alive or dead could be connected to the hegemony of British Imperialism and it included exotic species from far flung corners of the Empire as well as indigenous species.
However, there were other reasons for the killing of wild animals and birds in late Victorian Britain and one of the most destructive involved the wholesale slaughter of all kinds of birds to meet the demands of middle class ladies fashion accessories, particularly the millinery trade.  Also, skins from British native wild animals were in great demand to satisfy the ever burgeoning fur trade.  
7th Slide Murderous Millinery 
The millinery trade in the 19th century was heavily reliant upon the use of birds’ feathers to adorn the increasingly large hats of middle class Victorian women as the slide shows.  The demand for feathers from birds such as herons, great crested grebes, and the more exotic snowy egrets reached its zenith by the end of the nineteenth century.  As is revealed with these figures from a London saleroom in 1902 the killing of birds for the hat industry was on a monumental scale, it is fairly mind boggling as to how many herons were killed altogether to reach the plumage weights.  However, many sea birds were also included in this slaughter as Lovegrove comments: ‘In the second half of the nineteenth century such practices as the regular taking of Kittiwakes for the millinery trade at Bempton on the Yorkshire coast was a common occurrence and after capture the birds had their wings cut off and were then thrown alive into the sea’.  As Sir Alfred Newton, the pioneer of bird protection said of ladies thereby adorned: ‘She wears a murderer’s brand upon her head’.  These kinds of activities resulted in the passing of the Seabirds Protection Act of 1869 which protected just thirty three sea birds during the nesting season and then in 1889 the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds was formed in response to the plumage trade and was founded by Emily Williamson and her protest group campaigning against the use of great crested grebe and kittiwake skins and feathers, they were originally known as the Plumage league.  They were a group mainly of women who were vociferous in their objections to the use of feathers and skins in the fashion trade of late nineteenth century England. 
8th Slide taxidermy, bird sellers, cages
 It was not only dead birds though that were useful, live birds were a common addition to every middle class household, Victorian bird cages were very elaborate affairs and adorned most parlours in the nineteenth century.  In his hugely influential survey of the labouring poor in London, Henry Mayhew described vividly the catching of song birds for the caged bird trade.  Young men would lure the wild birds and trap them by using glue and baits of caged songbirds. Many birds died before they were even caged but many thousands more found their way into the bird cages of urban middle class homes.  The most popular was the linnet, Mayhew suggests 70,000 a year were caught and sold at 3d to 4d each, but more colourful birds such as goldfinches, greenfinches and even song thrushes were trapped, the sweeter the song and more colourful the bird the higher price was paid sometimes up to one shilling each.  The birds often found their way to street markets where they sold briskly on a regular basis, they died very quickly as they were wild birds and not suited to being caged.  Skins of animals such as polecats, red squirrels wildcats, pine martens, otters and foxes were also sold at a premium in markets as well as being made into high fashion clothing for men and women.  Richard Jeffries a gamekeeper in 1879 describes vividly how some skins of animals were used by his wife to make extra money for the family.  He relates: ‘Squirrel skins are prepared; some with the bushy tail attached, and some without, the fur is used to line cloaks and the tail is placed in ladies hats.  Fox skins some with tails tipped with white, other tipped with black are used for ladies muffs and the heads go to ornament halls and staircases, so do the pads and occasionally the brush, the teeth make studs, set in gold, no part of Reynard is thrown away, since the dogs eagerly snap up his body.  Once or twice she has made a moleskin waistcoat for a gentleman, this is a very tedious operation as each little skin has to be separately prepared and when finished hardly covers two square inches of surface’.  So, it was a fairly lucrative occupation even on a small scale, Jeffries even goes on to say: ‘Of kingfishers she preserves a considerable number for ladies hats and some for glass cases’ 
 The art of taxidermy was practiced on a large scale in the nineteenth century which antique or second hand shops can still attest to today as an enormous variety of stuffed birds and animals can still frequently be found.  The domed case shown is fairly typical of the Victorian penchant for stuffed birds, it was actually quite elaborate and was very popular.    
Conclusion
To conclude it would appear that there were many differing attitudes towards wildlife during the nineteenth century, the Romantic movement were advocating a return to nature in reaction to the ills of industrialisation but seemed to be more vociferous in their condemnation of hunting but not so much to the wholesale slaughter of wild animals deemed as ‘vermin’  However, Wordsworth was at times fairly ambivalent towards the chase during a deer hunt, when he and his wife moved to the Lake District apparently: ‘they liked the quiet everyday sounds, the lowing of cattle, the bleating of sheep yet could not but think what a grand effect the sound of the bugle horn would have among these mountains and were glad that it was still heard once a year at the chase though they felt sorry for the poor deer’  Also as Perkins argues the motives for the polemic of Shelley were not merely sentimental and humanitarian, economic interests were involved and so were the broader issues of social status and power, he implicitly attacked the social hegemony that was blatant in the game laws which privileged the wealthy few.  Shooting as a field sport did not generally raise any objections regarding cruelty to the thousands of game birds, hares or other mammals in fact it was a massive business undertaking providing ‘sport’ for landowners and the aristocracy in the nineteenth century.  This of course then ensured that gamekeepers decided upon which wildlife came under the concept of ‘vermin’ and duly slaughtered all animals and birds which threatened the thousands of reared game birds, this was evident with engravings of keepers gibbets with hundreds of dead raptors, polecats, pine martens, wild cats as well as crows, magpies, squirrels, rabbits, weasels and stoats.  The newly formed RSPCA had its attentions firmly placed upon the plight of domestic and companion animals in terms of the welfare of animals, it did not appear to include the welfare of wildlife per se.  It wasn’t until the later years of the nineteenth century that some campaigners objected to the plumage trade which was in response to the millions of birds killed annually in the name of fashion.  Caged song birds were also a fashionable addition for middle class households; to have sweetly singing and colourful birds was the vogue and no one ever thought of it as cruel to cage wild birds.
I will finish with a quotation from Charles Darwin whose seminal work on the theory of evolution helped to enthuse the middle classes about nature and the animal kingdom which of course raised many questions about the relationship between man and the natural world but it was the question of God and the creation of species which caused the most controversy. 
9th Slide quotation by Darwin
 Darwin was accused of heresy at the time of publication but maintained he was not an atheist but an agnostic.  As Amigoni comments: ‘naturalists such as Darwin who believed that God created species individually, fixing them in their image to a particular spot on earth, and in an age of religious anxiety there is little wonder that Darwin, the respectable former student of divinity, admitted in 1844 to his friend and scientific collaborator Joseph Hooker that his conversion to scientific theory regarding species history was like: ‘confessing to murder’.
However, Darwin’s attitude towards cruelty was weighted in the animal’s favour he actually joined the RSPCA and in 1871 he: ‘lambasted vivisection for ‘mere’ curiosity as ‘damnable and detestable’
I will leave you with this quotation which perhaps sums his feelings succinctly, along with the list of sources used.

10th Slide – List of sources (books) 
11th Slide – List of sources (journals)
       	    



